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Article 2

Stephen Kane

On his first Sunday at the Methodist church Dirk could tell
it was true what his grandmother had said: "I really don't boast
about you dear- I just speak the truth awful loud."
Grandma Wellman had dawdled too long, as usual, in dressing for church. Dirk, sitting out in the living room all prepared,
had been able to hear the arguing of his grandparents that
seared through the high plaster ceiling, despite the loud hymns
which Grandma insisted on playing every Sunday morning (It
put her "in the mood"). They were haggling over the hat she
proposed to wear. At last they had come down the stairs into
the main hallway, her gloved hand delicately on his elbow, both
of them looking very composed and almost regal. "I prevailed,"
she had said simply, smugly positioning her hat. "I still say it's
nothing but a flower pot," he had said in mock indignation,
glancing sidelong to see her reaction . Then the two, both at least
seventy , giggled like a couple of honeymooners. Dirk had thought
how corny the whole thing was ; that while the hat was grotesque
it didn't seem half worth the extent to which Grandpa Wellman
had put himself out. What the hell was so important about a little
hat, anyway?
Now church was over and before the organist even finished
her postlude Dirk was assaulted by what seemed to him to be
a thousand old ladies with flowerpots for hats, along with a
thousand old men , all of them Typical Southern Indiana Farmers
who nodded their heads and smiled and guffawed at inane jokes.
It seemed that all the old ladies said , "Heard all about you , son.
Glad to have you visiting with us for the summer." And all the
old men nodded and said, "Yes sir, fine head on them shoulders."
Dirk began to feel as if he was miles away , mechanically monitoring his reactions.
" ... and this is my grandaughter, Sue-Ellen Mays," one old
lady was saying and he found himself shaking hands with a bareheaded young woman whose eyes yanked him rudely from his
distant vantage point. For one awkward moment he was trapped ;
examining the thinness of the hand he held, the appealing slightness in the frame of the woman before him, the straight, long
brown hair that accentuated the not-quite-pallid color of her
skin and the blush in her cheeks. He was trapped ; listening to the
shyness in her voice, looking into curious eyes that betrayed the
shyness as fakery.
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And then, suddenly, reality no lo~ger held him ... he was shaking hands with a nightmare. It was no longer a sunny June day
in southern Indiana. Now it was late autumn in Wisconsin, nearly
campus curfew time, and he was in the lounge of an acieot dormitory with a girl whose eyes, hair and skin were tose of Sue-Ellen
Mays', only a million times refined ...
"I don't understand you, Dirk," the girl was saying. "I don't
understand you and I don't know you. It's just impossible for
me to keep things between us as if we had just met .. . I've got
to be part of you , only you won't let me. I just have to stop things
here. I'm sorry ." The girl was crying now , and he got up from
his place next to her. He was yawning, looking at his watch , and
leaving the girl in tears as he set off for his own dorm.
Now it was three weeks later and he was being raced to a hospital after a fall from the third story of a science building.
'Attempted suicide,' the papers were saying.
It was the middle of May, and he was being released from a
psychiatric treatment center. His parents were telling him he
would be spending the summer with his grandparents, that he
could get some rest there and maybe catch up with a little work .
The end of May , and he was preparing to leave for Sexton
County, Indiana; reassuring his parents that he was alright, that
he had never, in fact , been ill. A five-hour drive from Chicago
and he was pulling into the old homestead , Civil War vintage,
complete with rocking chairs on the porch and outdoor toilets.
A weathered old couple was coming down the stone path to
greet him ; he was shaking hands with his grandfather, looking
into his grandmother's eyes and realizing once again that he
could not force himself to kiss her leathery cheeks ...
"To think that I actually believed you geniuses from those
huge universities don't have a sense of humor," Sue-Ellen Mays
laughed. Dirk determinedly forced the events of the last seven
or eight months from his mind, wondering exactly what he had
been saying that had so amused Miss Mays. She had, Dirk thought,
all the mannerisms of the girls native to this area: the head slightly bowed so that their eyes rarely met ; a way of speaking which
seemed to say, "Excuse me for saying this, but .. .'; even a slight
twang in her voice. But her eyes somehow told him that these
outward mannerisms were only adjustments which would help
her fit more easily into Sexton County life.
The old lady that had introduced them was now pestering
Sue-Ellen that it was high time to go. Their eyes did not meet
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as she slipped on her gloves and said, "There's a young adults'
meeting at the church tonight for all of us kids stranded down
here with," she paused and blushed, "with nothing to do." A
slight twitch of a smile crossed her face as she squeezed Dirk's
hand. "Okay, Mr. Wellman?"
Dirk nodded. "I'll try and make it, Miss Mays," he pronounced
in his most precise diction. For a minute they both laughed. As
her gaze fell on him he turned away uncomfortably.
A month later, languishing under the Fourth of July sun with
Sue-Ellen, Dirk was still uneasy when she looked at him for any
length of time. He glanced over now. She lay sprawled on the
back, heels entrenched in the Lake Michigan sand, her head
resting on a damp, rolled-up beach towel. The whiteness of her
bikini harmonized with the shade of the body that, while not
busting it , did fill the suit temptingly.
"Getting your eyes full, Romeo?" She squinted sideways at
him, with that amused, twitching smirk that Dirk had come to
recognize.
"Just looking at your tan - or lack of it," he replied, with a
short laugh that exposed his nervousness. Sue-Ellen would detect that nervousness, she always did. For the past month every
waking moment of his day was spent either being with her or
thinking of her, rotely reviewing each minute they spent together. And constantly there was a knotted stomach and a black
hovering tension - even more than he was accustomed to. Always
there were worries of mistakes made yesterday or of miscues
that might come tomorrow.
Sue-Ellen had reminded him , initially , of another girl, in
another place , at another time . As the month wore on the memory
simply took another form. What had been a vivid recollection of
a nightmare died, and reincarnated itself as a vague , foreboding
tenseness.
Dirk had made a habit of seeing Sue-Ellen since the young
adults' meeting that first Sunday night. (Except for the chance
to see Sue-Ellen that meeting had been a dud, he thought. The
main topic of conversation was crop-fertilization, and though
the members of the group had tried to be friendly, Dirk found
their com-pone accents and crude 'Howdys' revolting.)
"My, dear, you're sure working fast on that Mays girl,"
Grandma Wellman had tittered as he tip-toed in at eleven-thirty
that first Sunday night. "And don't be so flustered about me
being here. I'm a late-to-bedder; I wasn't waiting up for you. I
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was only jesting you about Sue-Ellen . . ."
Her voice trailed after him as he sheepishly trudged upstairs.
"That's okay, Grandma." Dirk's words had not reassured her.
Why couldn't the boy take a joke? He was far from reassured
himself. How did she know so much? Defensive. Why was it that
these people were all so full of corny jokes and damn fakey
'neighborliness?' He cursed his hostility- toward his own relatives, yet- but still could not keep the questions from his mind.
With such an inauspicious beginning Dirk had been willing to
let the whole affair drop. But a chance meeting with Sue-Ellen
two days later, in a 5 & l O store, had resulted in his asking her
out that night. (Dirk wondered drolly if Sexton County would
consider such an episode romantic.) Since then they had met
three , four, and five times a week.
Dirk's first impression of Miss Sue-Ellen Mays had been pretty
much correct. She was not from the area, was, in fact , from New
York City. And though he never bothered to ask her (for fear
it would offend) , he was relatively sure that the mannerisms he
had noted were assumed for purpose of acceptibility. She was
a shart chick, laughed at his jokes, and was pretty good looking.
Usually she didn't ask questions; but when she did they were the
kind that triggered his worries, the kind that produced a 'warning' signal in his brain . He always evaded answering .
Now, on the southwestern shores of Lake Michigan, Sue-Ellen
rolled over on her side, faced Dirk with a puzzled , fixed gaze and
asked , "What are you so worried about , darling? So you were
looking at my body, so what? Don't be nervous, sweet , if you
like my body, just say so." She poked him in the ribs, cracked
a smile and continued in a husky, sensuous voice , " I'm just wild
about your body, tiger."
He managed a weak grin . "I'll bet you are, for a fact," he countered limply . Without convincing her of anything but what she
already knew ; they had reached an impasse again in their conversation.
Dirk was entranced by the crusted breakers coming in off the
lake, slapping down sharply on shore , then quickly retreating.
The wet sand was mushy, and bowed meekly to imprints of feet,
rock or wave. The breakers boldly took shape far out in the
lake, rushed into shore, and receded before their own form could
be destroyed .
Every Sunday morning, without fail, the Mormon Tabernacle
Choir heralded the new day in the Wellman homestead. Grandma
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would tum the volume of the phonograph up until their words
were beyond recognition, and the piercing vibrations of the organ
could only be matched, Dirk decided, by the shrill soprano of
Grandma herself, singing away in . the kitchen, the pots and pans
adding percussion.
Many times he would glance out his second-floor window to
check the weather and Grandpa Wellman would be tottering
back to the house from the rickety old barn, after letting the
cattle out to graze. Grandpa always insisted on doing the work
around the farm himself, without hiring extra help. To Dirk the
old man seemed barely able to walk , stiff-legged and arthritic
as he was. But once, early in his stay, Dirk had insisted on helping load bales of hay (out of a sense of obligation), and Grandpa
had outmuscled him with no problem.
Since then he had pretty much eliminated farm chores from
his schedule. He didn't even see or talk much with the older man.
Occasionally he'd run the tractor, or dish out slop to the hogs;
once the two of then went 'varmint hunting.' That hadn't been
much fun. Dirk , unsure of what he was doing, had been forced
to ask help of Grandpa. The help had been given willingly , but
Dirk knew that the old man must have been secretly laughing at
his city boy stupidity.
Sunday morning was special on the farm. In addition to the
hymns, Grandma would set out the best china at the dinner table.
Instead of cold cereal there was hot porridge, instead of toast
there were flaky cinnamon rolls, and scrambled eggs with ham .
Sometimes even hotcakes. A real old-fashioned breakfast , Dirk
thought drily .
The Sunday following the Fourth of July , which had been a
Saturday , he drifted awake slowly and listened expectantly for
the blaring phonograph. There was none . As he rubbed the drowsiness, after-effects of the long drive back from the lake, from
his eyes, Dirk peered toward his eastern window, expecting the
morning sun to slap him in the face. But the angle of the sun
filtering through the long, dust-caked storms was almost vertical. He squinted his eyes and fuzzily read the clock on his bedside
stand. 11 :20.
A note on the stand said, "Dirk, Figured you'd want to sleep.
If you want it, breakfast's in the frig. Will bring Sue-Ellen home
for dinner, about l l: 30. Love, Grandma ." He felt himself smiling inside, knowing it would last only as long as he was alone in
the house.
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"You know," Sue-Ellen reflected lazily, kicking off her shoes
and wilting into a field of long grass and dandelions, "it's a
funny thing about real itty bitty calves." She tugged Dirk down
with her and he mechanically put his arm around her. Noticing
the tediousness with which he showed his affection, Sue-Ellen
slipped her arm around him and pulled him closer. "You don't
have to make it seem like such hard work," she purred softly.
Dirk tensed up and she saw the blood creep into his face, his
jaws clamped tightly together.
"As I was saying, about the calf," she sighed wistfully and
motioned to a grazing field a few hundred yards away, down a
gently sloping hill from them.
"You hear him crying for his ma?" Dirk nodded. "Well, when
he's just born, that mama hears his cry a mile away and she'll
jump a barbed wire fence to get to him. But when he gets old
enought to trip around by himself on those stilts of his, she
won't come running when he bawls for his milk. She - "
"Are you trying to say something, Miss Mays?" Dirk was
miles away now, remembering a cold autumn night in Wisconsin. "Because if you are, don't go using some poor little calf to
get your point across - "
"- she waits for him to come to her," Sue-Ellen ignored the
interruption. "She knows that if that calf really wants to eat,
he'll come and get it himself. When he does come she licks him
and cares for him as much as ever. But he has to make the effort himself. If he doesn't, he dies."
Dirk waited only seconds before retaliating, in slow, wellspaced words pronounced crisply and sharply. He was a debater,
coldly and logically presenting his case, with total objectivity.
"Now, Sue-Ellen, suppose you explain exactly what you would
like from me. I can't seem to comprehend just what you're getting
at. You always are rather vague in your mentioning 'shyness,'
seclusion,' and whatever else you refer to. I -"
"Listen to you, even now, darling,'' her eyes were intently
on him. "And see how you squirm just because I look at you.
Why are you so scared, Dirk?" She thought a moment; stood up
and then plopped down again quickly, this time sitting Indian
style in front of him. "You want me to be specific? Okay ...
just once I'd like you to smile when you first see me. Or maybe
touch me in a way that doesn't say 'This is my duty.' " She
paused. "Could you ever just tell me one thing you hate about
me?"
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Dirk was staring into a recurring nightmare now, and was
helpless to stop it. He stiffly wound a blade of grass around his
index finger, his eyes fixed on the calf pitifully crying for milk.
"Those are such simple things, Sue-Ellen," he said softly.
"I know , I know ," she pleaded. "I'm not asking you to give
me your guts on a platter, dumbo." She smirked momentarily,
hoping Dirk would notice.
"Such simple things," he repeated. "Then they shouldn't
make a difference, right? I'm still the same, whether I do those
things you suggested or not."
"But what is 'the same'?" she cried. "I don't really know
when you are mad or happy or - Listen. Just say 'I love you.'
That's all. Just, 'I love you .' " She grabbed his hands and
squeezed them viciously.
The calf had stopped its crying. Dirk shook his head and
rose slowly, pulling Sue-Ellen up with him. Relu ctantly she
dropped her hands to her sides. They walked in a vacuum back
to the farmhouse .
By the end of August, Dirk decided that Sexton County , Indiana , must have invented the term 'dog days.' There were times
when he seriously considered curling up under the porch with
one of the miscellaneous pooches that wandered onto the farm.
He hadn't seen Sue-Ellen in nearly seven weeks now , except
for embarrassing encounters at church, and he figured it was just
as well. At first she had been fun, but after the first few dates
her charm had worn off. Dirk had thought her a little wacky ,
anyway; always asking questions that didn't really have anything to do with the price of eggs. And she was so forward ...
maybe in New York they did it that way , but he preferred girls
with a little more finesse.
Grandma and Grandpa Wellman hadn't been as clumsily
naive about the break-up as he had expected . After a few preliminary questions they had let the subject drop, and the
routine continued as it had the first month. Dirk still abhorred
the way so many people in the area acted. Yet he thought he
noticed a few subtle changes in his grandparents ; they weren't
so slap-on-the-back cheerful, so down-homey in their mannerisms.
Occasionally he even went "varmint hunting" with his grandpa. After learning the tricks it wasn't so humiliating , and when
he messed up , his grandpa would blame it on the sighting mechanism or the angle or something.
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Most of the time, though, he still preferred being on his own.
Large gatherings turned his stomach, and he felt very helpless
and unsteady when he was alone with anyone except his grandparents. Dirk talked with them a little more - mainly because
he felt obligated, but because they were fun sometimes.
"Dirk, do you want to come downstairs a minute?" Grandma
Wellman called upstairs. "I think I've got something you might
be interested in."
As he hastily jotted down a few more notes and marked his
place in the textbook, Dirk remembered once again that this was
the last night he would read and study in the majestic bedroom
he had called his own for three months. Soon he'd be back on
campus, sharing a room a quarter the size of this with someone
else. He realized that he would miss the farm, even Sexton County.
Not that he was so madly in love with the whole arrangemeqt , but
leaving it all would mean having to face new obstacles and situations, both of which ignited the black hovering tension he
hated.
"Dirk might remember this, I'm not sure ," he heard his grandmother's voice as he came down the stairs. In the living room
his grandparents were huddled together on the sofa, peering over
a large book opened across their laps.
"I've got a few pictures here of when you were just a little
tot," Grandpa chuckled. "Just a wee little tot." He patted the
sofa next to him and Dirk sat down.
Grandma spoke in broken phrases as if she was actually reliving the moments and it was hard for mere spoken words to
cross the time barrier. "Now this is Michael and you ... you're
just a year and a half old and a cow is something scarey to you
... but Mike is six and this is old hat to him ... he's a man of
the world ... "
"Hardly!" Grandpa roared. "Why , if that cow had so much
as grunted when Mike was that close, he would have been the
first one scooting for the house!" As his grandparents cackled ,
Dirk found himself smiling involuntarily. Then something in the
photograph caught his eye.
"What's this?" he asked. "Do I have a bandage or something
around my hand?"
"Oh, hes, I think you'd burned your hand on a stove or radiator or something," there seemed to be a glow in his grandmother's
words. "There isn't a child I can think of that hasn't been burned
at one time or another. When you're little and just have to feel the
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heat you've got to reach , I guess, even though you might be burned
a few times before you find a safe distance that's still warm. But
anyway ... "
Grandma Wellman being a late-to-bedder and all , they were up
past midnight leafing through the photo album. Grandpa went
to bed earlier but Dirk stayed on , basking in the warmth of his
grandmother's presence, feeling the heat ... "
Tomorrow , he would kiss her good-bye.
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